A twelfth-century statue of the Virgin enthroned has been placed on view for the first time this Christmas season as an important permanent addition to the Romanesque Chapel at The Cloisters. The statue, carved from a single block of walnut, has traces of polychromy and in the back an aperture intended to hold a relic.
Such cult statues had been fashioned in central France at least as early as the tenth century in the plateau province of Auvergne. The earliest one on record was ordered about 946 for the cathedral of Clermont, a great pilgrimage shrine dedicated to the Mother of God. This statue was of wood covered with "fine gold." It enclosed precious relics of the Virgin and was known as the "Majesty of Saint Mary." The cathedral of Rodez also had a golden "Majesty" of the Virgin, already venerable in the first years of the eleventh century, when it was described by one Bernard of Angers, a student at Chartres, on a visit to the region.
How a northerner of the time felt about "images" is graphically told by this same Bernard, who was shocked to the core of his soul to see the saints become idols and the people bowing down before them as if they were pagan gods. It seemed to him that only the Christ crucified might be sculptured in the round; for all the rest, paintings on walls should suffice. He changed his mind, however, before he left the district, after he had been beaten-so he says-"nearly to death" by one of the statues, at which he had dared to sneer. This statue, of course, was not of the Virgin, of whom such a tale would never have been told, but of Saint Foy, 
